Virtual community, a new and enticing form of community experience that occurs electronically over the Internet, is gaining power to influence the imagination and daily practices of individuals and families. Because the Internet enables individuals to communicate across the world with the ease of a few keystrokes, it is "foremost among new information technologies that promise to significantly impact the day to day circumstances of all social relations" (Foster, 1997, p. 23) . The exact nature of this impact is not yet clear.
Increasing numbers of people, upon discovering the Internet, are enamored by the technology's ability to publicly legitimate their selfexpression and by the freedom it provides from traditional space and time barriers. A central question is whether, as is often claimed, this empowerment and the ability to connect with increasing ease to evergrowing numbers of like-minded people encourage a sense of community. (Foster, 1997, p. 23) compelling view of each concrete issue discussed" (p. 20) . But the nature of virtual community is less familiar to us. We do not yet fully understand how diverse views play out in electronic discussions; we do not know much about how the Internet facilitates and obstructs rational agreement on social issues. We seem to need a way to interpret the modern experience of virtual community.
An aesthetic approach can help family and consumer sciences professionals "see the parts of a whole and how they work together and can teach us to be more sensitive and responsive to our fellows and to our environment" (Cox-Bishop, 1989, p. 20) . Artistic painters have the ability to notice unique details, express ideas in vivid ways, and draw parts together into new aesthetic forms. Playwrights and novelists form interesting worlds wherein people and ideas come alive as they respond to challenges and strive to build opportunities in their surroundings. Individuals with diverse talents create identifiable and meaningful music by forming bands and orchestras.
Analogously, virtual communities can be viewed as aesthetic wholes that develop when many reciprocating people bring a range of ideas, personalities, resources, and talents to bear on their shared life. More specifically, three aesthetic qualities of diversity, unity, and reciprocity can be used to explore virtual communities. The aesthetic quality of diversity in ideas, objects, and human assets contributes interest, distinctiveness, and vitality to a community. Unity results when community members identify and create common themes, goals, and ideals from their diverse elements. And reciprocity continually occurs as community members imaginatively respond to divergent ideas, form mutually supportive relationships, and create dynamic new projects in their communities.
The purpose of this article is to demonstrate how family and consumer sciences professionals can draw on aesthetic qualities to interpret, critique, and ultimately enhance experience with the growing cultural force called virtual community. In the article, I briefly summarize several emerging trends and challenges with regard to virtual communities and family and consumer sciences. I then demonstrate that the aesthetic qualities of diversity, unity, and reciprocity are significant to strong communities but with particular applications to virtual communities. Finally, I propose suggestions for practice and research.
VIRTUAL COMMUNITY AS AN EMERGING FORCE IN THE PROFESSION
The significance of community for nurturing children, developing personal and social identity, and supporting families has long been recognized in family and consumer sciences (Baldwin, 1995; Brown, 1995; Brown & Paolucci, 1979; King, 1995; McKinney, Abrams, Patterson, & Lerner, 1994) . "Succinctly stated, the term [community] embodies a set of voluntary, social, and reciprocal relations that are bound together by an immutable 'we-feeling'" (Foster, 1997, p. 25) . It implies the autonomous contributions of a variety of individuals, social understanding, common guidelines, and dynamic relationships among community members.
However, as "crucial sites for the redefinition of both the public and the private self and other, and for further investigation of the ever-expanding possibilities of human interaction" (Foster, 1997, p. 35) , virtual communities challenge traditional notions held by many family and consumer sciences professionals (Rehm, 1999) . Virtual communities enable individuals to express their ideas to countless others, promote relationships among diverse individuals across the world, and offer a new venue for setting goals and resolving pertinent issues. But virtual communities also can foster escape into fantasy worlds and avoidance of real life demands. They enable relatively unbounded experimentation and freedom from social consequences on the part of faceless participants (Lockhard, 1997; Seel, 1997; Wilbur, 1997) .
Several trends are emerging as family and consumer sciences professionals become involved with virtual communities and their implications. One major trend is the development of virtual learning communities. Web-based university courses concerning health and older adults (Kapica, 1999; Wilken, 1999) , nutrition (Rodriguez, 1999) , and career options (Hayden & Ley, 1997) have been offered. University of Nebraska students can earn a Master of Science degree in interdepartmental human resources and family sciences; the program includes virtual discussions and electronic mail exchanges (Laughlin, 1999) . CYFERNet, a national electronic network of experts maintained by the Cooperative Extension System and collaborators (http://www. cyfernet.mes.umn.edu/about.html), enhances collegial exchanges with discussions and workgroups related to children, youth, and communities.
Another major trend pertains to the assessment and practical use of existing virtual communities. Family and consumer sciences professionals have investigated the potential benefits of online apparel outlets (Then & DeLong, 1999) , electronic retirement planning (Devaney, 1999) , assistance in long-term health care (Angel, 1999) , and technological tailoring of products to specific customer needs (Greer & Kenner, 1999) . Virtual communities indirectly change the many economic, health, and other activities that take place in traditional communities (Larson, 1999) .
A third trend is the increasing use of virtual communities as both a topic and a vehicle for scholarly research. Harris and Dersch (1999) used the Internet for electronic collection of data concerning ethical dilemmas in therapy. Other studies highlight the need for awareness with regard to issues such as the abundance of sexually explicit and violent sites in cyberspace (Richards, 1999; Sanders, Deal, & MyersBowman, 1999 ) and professional leaders' growing dependence on technological skills (Quilling, 1999) .
Given current trends, family and consumer sciences professionals are challenged to ask reflective and critical questions concerning the nature, uses, needs, and consequences of virtual communities. At the same time that we need to create new virtual communities to benefit our diverse constituents, we must critique and use existing virtual communities wisely (Richards, 1999) . We face challenges to conduct scholarly research and develop policies concerning the role of virtual communities in everyday life. An aesthetic framework offers one instructive model from which to create, assess, and improve virtual communities.
AN AESTHETIC APPROACH
Aesthetic experience occurs whenever individuals take an active role in integrating the diverse and often disparate elements of everyday life into meaningful relationships and dynamic wholes (Rehm, 1993 (Rehm, , 1998 . Because each community is unique according to its diverse members and the relationships that they form, participation within a community can be viewed from an implicitly aesthetic perspective. Individuals who take an aesthetic approach to community 156 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL experience try to live an integrated life by striving to bring diverse elements into mutually enhancing relationships.
In aesthetic experience, we respond to what is presented to us by discriminating among its constituents so as to integrate them into a unified whole. The whole is formed out of the interaction among its parts. While these parts are distinct, . . . their relations with one another and their place in the whole is [sic] decisive for their meaning and their value. . . . The parts are interdependent, forming a kind of community. (Kupfer, 1983, p. 4) The "interdependence of distinctively developing individuals mirrors the form of the aesthetic object" (Kupfer, 1983, p. 74) . Quality of life is greatly enhanced when diverse members bring their unique histories and ideas to bear on an array of community experiences. When individuals also create a sense of relationship to each other and a common vision, they reflect the aesthetic ideal of wholeness or unity (Broudy, 1972; Dohr, 1984) . Although the Internet poses many challenges and even threats, it "is such a beautiful concept that everyone everywhere wants to travel along it" (Poole, 1997, p. 200 ). An aesthetic approach can be used to inform us about the community qualities of diversity, unity, and reciprocity. How can these aesthetic qualities help us interpret electronic forms of community experience that are increasingly available to individuals and families?
Diversity as Distinctiveness and Vitality
Diversity is the aesthetic quality that emphasizes the splendid mosaic of people, emotions, values, material things, sensory riches, and ideas in both the physical and the social environment. Conventional and virtual communities will be stronger if individuals notice, appreciate, and respond to the available variety of human and ideational elements.
Conventional communities. The more knowledge we gain about any given object or topic, the more we come to aesthetically appreciate and cherish its nuances and depth (Broudy, 1972) . Similarly, the more we learn about different community members and issues, the more we tend to appreciate their potential and champion their success (Baldwin, 1995; Nussbaum, 1997) . "It seems clear that the more contin-uous and authentic personal encounters can be, the less likely will it be that categorizing and distancing take place. People are less likely to be treated instrumentally, to be made 'other'" (Greene, 1995, p. 155) .
Aesthetically informed communities develop over time as diverse members play autonomous, expressive, and creative roles in responding to the challenges of life (Brown, 1995) . Interactions among unique individuals provide a wide range of interesting rhythms, expressions, tensions, and resolutions that enrich the community (Broudy, 1972; Eisner, 1990) . Kupfer (1983) argues that the "parts or moments enhance and deepen one another" (p. 38), and an aesthetically rich community "squanders none of the talent, industry, or capacity of its members" (p. 74). Certainly, the lack of diverse constituents or ideas suggests that a community could be plagued by routine boredom at best or authoritarianism, paternalism, or exclusion at worst.
Virtual diversity. Virtual communities can extend and enhance diversity. Family members can participate in an unlimited range of chat rooms and discussion groups to explore personal interests, expand knowledge, and express individuality. Because the Internet is a vast frontier, theoretically all individuals have a voice and good ideas should shine forth on their own merits (Couture & Dobson, 1997; Lockhard, 1997) . Individuals are freed from stereotypes such as gender, class, race, disability, or age that have constrained a diversity of voices in the past (Kato & Hackman, 1997; Stratton, 1997) .
The aesthetic vitality of a community increases when the Internet facilitates new and multiple ideas, various perspectives, and diverse experiences. Individuals can search the Internet for almost any topic of interest and participate in electronic discussions on almost any social issue. Virtual community members can experience the multivocal effect of increased awareness of diverse viewpoints, an enhanced repertoire of ideas, and greater knowledge and understanding of alternative views (McGrath, 1997 (McGrath, -1998 . Because more individuals from more places can participate, imagination should flourish from the cross-fertilization of ideas.
Virtual communities also present serious challenges to diversity. One problem is that many individuals simply do not have access to computers and cannot afford the fees charged for technological services (Baldwin, 1996) . Those without Internet access are likely to lose power and importance if virtual communities become important vehicles for public debate and social decisions (Stratton, 1997) . Because the views of homeless families, poor families, and many elderly 158 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL individuals are excluded, virtual communities may eliminate diverse aspects that are at least noticeable in other communities. Virtual communities limit the variety of ways that human beings typically express their values and tastes, likes and dislikes, and histories (Wilken, 1999) . Computers eliminate facial expressions and gestures, song and dance, expressions such as clothing and hairstyles, and other clues that enable us to more fully know a person. Individuals who are not good with words may be more disadvantaged in virtual communities than in traditional communities (McGrath, 1997 (McGrath, -1998 Stratton, 1997) . Ironically, as diverse individuals gravitate to discussion spaces with people just like themselves, virtual communities often become more homogeneous than other communities (Seel, 1997) , and aesthetic vitality suffers. The voices, talents, and contributions of individuals can remain untapped, and virtual communities are not miracle cures that ensure multiple perspectives.
New questions about the very meaning of diversity and individuality arise. According to Wilbur (1997) , "many computer users seem to experience the movement 'into' cyberspace as an unshackling from real life constraints " (p. 11). "One of the consequences of the disembodiment of Internet inhabitants is the potential construction of virtual identities: names, profiles, and voices that might suggest a different gender, class background, or personal history than those they occupy in 'real life'" (Stratton, 1997, p. 271) . Virtual communities may encourage diversity in a selfish and uncommitted sense: extreme individualism, presentation of fantasy selves, manipulation of others, self-assertion over dialogue, and self-indulgence over responsibility (Foster, 1997; Lockhard, 1997; Streibel, 1998; Tabbi, 1997) . Individuals must work together to develop community standards so that diversity is understood in a shared context and exploitation can be countered effectively.
Unity as Shared Themes and Goals
Unity is the aesthetic quality that emphasizes an overarching and integrating whole. At the same time that diversity is essential for a dynamic community, "unimaginable diversities" lead to "strong feelings aroused by what strikes many as a confusion and a cacophony" (Greene, 1995, p. 155) . In the same way that a meaningful theme unifies concrete particulars in an engaging novel or artwork, community members must achieve a degree of "common organization and interest, joint participation, and a common character" (Brown, 1995, p. 7) .
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Conventional communities. Many people tend to associate community with a cozy image of a small town filled with bygone Norman Rockwell-like scenes of people who peacefully share spaces, values, and ordinary experiences (Wilbur, 1997) . Although communal ideals such as justice and fairness almost always favor the dominant groups over the less powerful in practice, "we must share at least some goals if we are to achieve our ends, including the goal of community itself" (Baldwin, 1995, p. 24) . Community members who engage in meaningful relationships build a social whole (Foster, 1997) .
Individuals and families must draw on knowledge of the past, identify common values, and share experiences to build new opportunities and transform their communities into livable environments for all.
Continuity and shared history enable communities to understand their own possibilities and limits. The sense of history, rootedness, belonging, and commitment to others, characteristic of strong communities, contribute to individual well-being and to sound collective judgment concerning goals for the evolution of community life. (Baldwin, 1995, p. 25) Common values, social experiences, and traditions provide a horizon of understanding and ground from which new beginnings can spring (Brown, 1995; King, 1995) .
Because language plays a central role in the way that individuals and families understand and contribute to a community (Brown, 1995) , stories are frequently used to communicate. Narratives provide an especially rich form for representing the interconnections and common themes shared by all humans regardless of diverse backgrounds (Nussbaum, 1997) . Stories can depict a community's history, struggles, and successes. They stir grassroots community efforts to ensure desired values, promote ideals that transcend individual interests, and accomplish a moral vision (Bruner, 1986) .
In an aesthetically oriented community, the development of each member is guided and supported, and each member adds a unique perspective to support community strength. When individuals celebrate no common values or experiences, "mistakes of the past are repeated, and efforts at innovation are bumbling in that they lack direction" (Brown, 1995, p. 9) . Lack of unity between individuals and families implies the possibility of chaos, separation, or unsolvable conflict.
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Virtual unity. Images of a global village and an electronic small town generate great enthusiasm for the possibilities of social harmony. Given the postmodern sense of loss with regard to belonging, security, and traditions provided by stable neighborhoods of the past (Baldwin, 1995; Green, 1984) , those who "trumpet the transformative power of virtual communities see them as loci for a reinvigorated informal public life" (Foster, 1997, p. 32) . Perhaps the greatest benefit of virtual communities is the ease of crossing physical boundaries to connect with others. As Lipnack and Stamps (1994) imply, people all over the world can enter the vast public arena of cyberspace and respond to each other.
Something entirely new is wrapped around our planet-a way for one person to communicate with many at a very low cost, regardless of where they are in time or space. Spontaneously and with little planning, a global conversation and an information freeway have erupted in less than a decade, making next-door neighbors of people in Pottstown, Pennsylvania, Bangalore, India, and Johannesburg, South Africa. (p. 157) Learners and teachers, ordinary citizens and specialized experts, grassroots activists and business people, community leaders and youth, and people from different family backgrounds can enter into virtual communities.
Individuals with very particular needs and questions may not have any kindred spirits in the same location, but they can join Internet support groups to exchange ideas and share moral support. As individuals use the Internet to share "we-relevant" information, they can create a collective identity structure and make plans for a mutually beneficial future (Foster, 1997) . The development of narratives is even more important than physical proximity in creating bonds of togetherness (Giese, 1998; Iseke-Barnes, 1997) . If individuals come together frequently enough in cyberspace to share their ideas and personal lives, common goals and caring can develop (Garner & Gillingham, 1996) .
Although it is possible to develop a community sense and history over the Internet, many critics question whether assemblies of faceless individuals can ever achieve the full sense of unity highlighted in the small town metaphor of community. Elkind (1994) maintains that "with so many sources of information and avenues of communication available at our fingertips, we run the risk of a loss of community, of a Rehm / VIRTUAL AESTHETICS 161 shared view of the common good" (p. 25). Given the fact that virtual communities are created while individuals sit alone at their personal computers, it is difficult to see how shared values and themes actually can be experienced in an aesthetically rich and developing sense. Even close-knit electronic support groups or professional interest groups are dynamic and helpful for a limited time and purpose; members must leave these specialized communities if they want to take care of other needs and participate in family life and local issues. Perhaps one of the most disturbing portraits of the Internet is the type of community whole that results when technologies come to shape our very thinking and exert power over our actions.
Stated in the most dramatic terms, the accusation can be made that the uncontrolled growth of technology destroys the vital sources our humanity. It creates a culture without moral foundation. It undermines certain mental processes and social relations that make human life worth living. (Postman, 1993, p. xii) Although virtual communities certainly have not replaced conventional communities, any technology tends to cultivate an instrumental approach to individual, family, and community life (Green, 1984) . Without an ideal of mutual and reciprocal relationships in which all members play a role, virtual communities run the risk of diminishing the humane themes essential for an acceptable quality of everyday life.
Reciprocity as Imaginative Responsiveness
Significant community-making involves dynamic and ongoing processes. Reciprocity is the aesthetic quality that underscores the active, imaginative, and responsive nature of individuals as they form relationships with each other. Individuals enter and leave social groups, new challenges continually arise, and critical insights into problematic realities lead to revised goals and community transformations.
Conventional communities. As Baldwin (1995) states, "community develops from and is largely maintained by interdependence and reciprocity" (p. 26). This reciprocity goes beyond mere exchange "to create more enduring ties of interdependence, caring, and commitment" (p. 26). In order for diverse individuals to respond to each other, they 162 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL must "make imaginative connections, as the form is not handed over ready-made" (Kupfer, 1983, p. 159) . Greene (1995) argues that the spirit of imagination among community members builds new connections and enlivens and empowers the sense of community:
Community ought to be a space infused by the kind of imaginative awareness that enables those involved to imagine alternative possibilities for their own becoming and their group's becoming. . . . It is a question of what might contribute to the pursuit of shared goods: what ways of being together, of attaining mutuality, of reaching toward some common world. (p. 39)
As Nussbaum (1997) argues, a responsive community is a moral community "that cultivates a sympathetic responsiveness to another's needs, and understands the way circumstances shape those needs, while respecting separateness and privacy" (p. 90). Noddings (1984) similarly believes that caring, or the nurturing of another's potential and future, should be the basis for relating to each other. Although it not easy to reconcile multiple interests, private worlds, and divergent experiences within a pluralistic community, differences open up space for imaginative thinking. Collaborations, new questions, and unexpected insights can lead to a growing commitment to community building. "Speaking of passions, engagements, and imagining can become a way of speaking of an expanding community that takes shape when diverse people, speaking as who and not what they are, come together in both speech and action to constitute something in common among themselves" (Greene, 1995, p. 155) . The growing diversity of our nation challenges the aesthetic imagination of every citizen to appreciate the dynamics of contrasting perspectives and fairly balance tensions in light of ideals.
Individuals must embrace tension if they want to open up spaces for imaginative and practical creativity within a community (Kupfer, 1983) . Eisner (1990) compares the aesthetic reciprocity of group processes to jazz improvisation, both of which require the ability to "compose in a constantly changing context" (p. 80). An artful sense of reciprocity creates an open space for tapping hidden possibilities, elaborating deeper meanings, and building a supportive social environment. For example, a community can grow in effectiveness when individuals participate in cultural and artistic events, hold conversations with those of different backgrounds, engage in authentic dialogue Rehm / VIRTUAL AESTHETICS 163 to address conflict-ridden topics, and mentor someone from another background (Terry, 1993) . Lack of reciprocity indicates that community members could be rigid or stagnant, selfish or oppressive.
Virtual reciprocity. Whereas reciprocity in conventional communities involves fluid, freely engaged questioning and dialectical inquiry (Giroux, 1983) , the nature of fluidity and engagement is altered in virtual communities. The Internet can be used as a tool to expand opportunities for dialogue. Many cities, professional groups, and varied associations and organizations sponsor live chats along a variety of topics. Individuals can contrast multiple perspectives, discover common ground, challenge each other, reflect on new ideas, and define shared visions as they interact and form new relationships (Baldwin, 1995; Brown, 1995; King, 1995) .
Because virtual communities encourage dissent, resistance, and alternative views, some social critics consequently champion the Internet as a new ground of freedom and transformation (Couture & Dobson, 1997; Tabbi, 1997) . For example, individual citizens can readily debate alternative views with regard to national issues in electronic town meetings. They can develop Web sites and enter electronic discussions to promote particular views and actions.
Although virtual interactions among diverse individuals can create a positive force in community building, the wandering and whims of Internet surfers often lead to short and decontextualized communications that are far removed from the constraints of everyday praxis. Virtual communities are so fluid that they foster random thinking rather than the jazz-like evolution of new wholes (Seel, 1997) . The Internet "casts aside all traditional narratives and symbols that suggest stability and orderliness, and tells instead of a life of skills, technical expertise, and the ecstasy of consumption" (Postman, 1993, p. 179) .
Given virtual opportunities to represent oneself in whatever way desired, a question about the authenticity of any reciprocal relationship is raised (Streibel, 1998) . Does reciprocity really occur when participants present fantasy selves to the community? "The (cyber)space of electronic discourse is a place of masks, of faceless voices, of conjoined pleasure and uncertainty, of fear, even" (Couture & Dobson, 1997, p. 35) . Such an image certainly challenges our notions of reciprocity and responsiveness to others.
The lack of a unified context to solidify relationships may encourage antisocial attitudes and hurtful communicative behaviors among 164 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL individuals in virtual communities (Foster, 1997; Tabbi, 1997) . As Seel (1997) points out, "one can be anyone, meet virtually anyone, be exposed to almost anything-the world is there for the asking with little or no immediate consequences" (p. 25). Without social sanctions and rewards, self-direction reigns with little sense of membership in an overarching aesthetic requirement to be responsive to others. For example, many parents are concerned that the creators of sites filled with excessive violence and child pornography have increased the potential for harm.
Rather than contributing to the enduring nature of a community, virtual interaction facilitates artificiality, triviality, and fleetingness (Seel, 1997) . "In the skeptical view, global cyberspace lends itself to an elite political voyeurism more readily than to effective activism. Distant lives translate into a . . . collectivity of deprived subjects and absent even the materiality of yesterday's newspaper" (Lockhard, 1997, p. 229) . It is not surprising that cyberaffairs, cyberaddiction, harassment, seduction, stalking, and angry responses called "flames" erupt frequently in virtual community.
All in all, virtual communities offer unparalleled opportunities for professionals in family and consumer sciences to promote a diversity of voices, extend reciprocal and imaginative possibilities, and integrate multiple elements within guiding wholes. Yet we also must recognize their potential to isolate individuals from community dynamics, facilitate pretense, numb moral sensitivity, and diminish an active sense of relationship.
IMPLICATIONS OF AN AESTHETIC FRAMEWORK
Family and consumer sciences professionals are becoming increasingly active in the development and use of virtual communities as a new way to fulfill our mission to improve everyday life. Although the growing force of virtual community poses a significant challenge, we can draw on aesthetic qualities of diversity, unity, and reciprocity to inform our sense of community in practice and research.
Implications for Practice
Creators, leaders, and participants of virtual university courses, extension networks, business groups, and other electronic communities must consider the quality of online expressions of diversity (Sunal, Rehm / VIRTUAL AESTHETICS 165 1998). Vibrant virtual communities promote divergent viewpoints, highlight examples from varied cultural and family perspectives, offer a variety of graphic and other sensory options, allow choices among formal assignments or informal suggested activities, provide links to other Web sites, and in other ways tap individuality among its members (Kato & Hackman, 1997) . Professionals interested in creating or using almost any virtual community can assess its diversity of constituents by noting whether varied consumers, businesspeople, environmentalists, social welfare agents, and individuals at varying points in the life cycle are contributing ideas. If more diversity is deemed necessary to enrich a community, we should train and nurture new participants who can add multiple talents and perspectives. For example, the American Dietetic Association developed a program in which technologically sophisticated college students teamed up to help older members become proficient with computer skills and opportunities (Cotugna, 1998) .
Aesthetic unity highlights the need for professionals to assess the degree to which multiple viewpoints are integrated by shared themes and goals. Virtual communities grow more cohesive as individuals and teams contribute particular skills toward achievement of larger projects. Participants can be drawn together for a common purpose when they share research or work projects, participate in conferences along shared needs, and co-create electronic publications (Copen, 1995; Wellman, 1996) . Leaders and participants help unify virtual communities when they consistently clarify goals, point out how individual efforts fit into the larger community goals, discuss community progress, and evaluate the functions and nature of the group (Laughlin, 1999; Wilken, 1999) .
One of the primary challenges in the design and success of virtual communities is to help diverse participants gain a sense of reciprocity and active contribution. Successful leaders and participants commit a great amount of time and energy to cultivate frequent online discussions, guided chats, and electronic mail interactions (Cruz, 1999; Kapica, 1999; Laughlin, 1999; Robertson & Stanforth, 1999; Rodriguez, 1999; Wilken, 1999) . Policies can encourage every virtual community member to express a minimum number of comments during each discussion, respond to others rather than merely state opinions, and write with enough detail and description to facilitate clarity of interpretations. Basic human needs such as cooperation, conversation, entertainment, and emotional support tend to support the 166 FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES RESEARCH JOURNAL gradual development of strong communities even when people do not see each other (Giese, 1998; Sunal, 1998) . Because stories generate vivid images and meaningful connections (Garner & Gillingham, 1996) , virtual community members must have continuing opportunities to tell about their experiences and construct their own goals and themes. Weekly or frequent discussions concerning topics of mutual interest help promote relationships, growth, and interactions (Wilken, 1999) . Virtual communities can identify other virtual partners to debate issues, build support teams, develop work coalitions, exchange ideas and strategies, and exchange stories about how goals and ideas have worked in their lived communities. For example, the International Education and Resource Network (I*EARN) enables elementary and secondary students to debate internationally important issues, share different cultural approaches to global problems and family interests, gather information for global projects, and co-author publications on common themes (Copen, 1995) .
Implications for Research
Virtual communities present exciting new opportunities for research, and an aesthetic framework suggests some useful directions. Empirical research can help scholars identify significant variables related to how virtual community participants perceive diversity, the development of relationships and shared goals, and influences and outcomes in particular virtual communities (Fanslow, 1989) . Participants can be interviewed concerning their virtual community experiences, and content analysis used to reveal categories and patterns with regard to the development of reciprocal relationships and common themes within particular online courses, extension communities, and virtual businesses.
Interpretive studies are needed to increase understanding and provide insight into the meanings (Daines, 1989; Hultgren, 1989) associated with entering a virtual community, the nature of becoming an active participant, and the diversity of motives, practices, values, feelings, and outcomes within virtual communities. They can contribute knowledge about the reciprocal processes within electronic spaces that shape the imagination (Seel, 1997) , enhance diverse interests and growth of opportunities for families, and bring forth new community visions. Particular stories can be interpreted for the ways meanings Rehm / VIRTUAL AESTHETICS 167 develop, how ideas are illustrated, and ways people understand their moral and social relationships in virtual communities. Ethnographic studies can provide insights into the cultural aspects of particular virtual communities (Lindlif, 1998) . Participant observation within virtual communities can lead to understanding concerning the rituals, routines, moral processes, resources, interpretive strategies, and other ways participants develop a coherent sense of culture. An aesthetic perspective suggests that we study particular virtual communities for such concepts as cultural norms about diversity, social relationships and group differences, virtual structures and functions, and the construction of shared history. Focus groups, interviews, and observations of verbal interactions can be used to gain participant perspectives and insights into the language and themes of the culture (Giese, 1998) .
Critical studies should be undertaken to "facilitate a free society where people think and talk together about moral questions that affect society" (Coomer, 1989, p. 168) . Virtual communities must be critically assessed (Shiveley, 1999) for power relationships, guiding themes, imbalances with regard to diversity, and conditions that affect reciprocity (Strom & Plihal, 1989) . Critical studies can be used to explore conditions that lead virtual communities to amplify or limit diversity, identify ways that individuals in virtual communities generate change, and examine how virtual communities relate to larger community and social issues (Quilling, 1999; Rehm, 1999; Wellman, 1996) .
CONCLUSION
Because virtual communities can nurture individual and family well-being, we have an obligation to integrate them into professional thought and practice. But individuals also "continue to be bound to geography by things that matter to them-families and communities that provide stability and meaning to life" (Moxley, 1999, p. 10) . Family and consumer sciences professionals can draw on aesthetic qualities of diversity, unity, and reciprocity to take leadership with regard to traditional and virtual communities. Virtual communities add an unprecedented and exciting opportunity to enrich expression and diversity, foster social support and relationships, and imaginatively compose new stories and community visions.
